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BEYOND THE WALL CHART:

APPRAISAL OF STATEWIDE EDUCATIONAL PROGRESS

Whatever strengths or weaknesses the "wall charts" produced by the
U.S. Depa:tmeht of Education may possess, they have undeniably served to
focus7$ttention on statewide assessment and evaluation of educational
proéress. Cross-state compar isons, particularly of student achievement
scores, have so far aroused the most popular interest, caused the most
controversy, and dominated a great deal of the discussion about the
validity and utility of the data presented in the charts.

Increasingly, however, interest and concern of state educaticnal
.policy makers are expanding into Areas which transcend the wall chart:
coétinuing concern with measures of academic achievement, of course, but
"interest in other :lndices‘ of educational progress as well. Three such
concerns of a broader nature have emerged. .

The first is an interest in assessing and evaluating a wider range of
student learnings, not only the more traditional academic cies, but
higher order thinking skills and affective learnings as well. The second
is a concern with more demanding evaluation of teachers at every stage in
their careefs, from admission into teacher education progiams through
constant appraisal of on-the-job performance. The third is a
determination to f£ind ways to use assessment and 'evaluation results (and
other data collecticn devices such as profiling) as-a means of
.determining the impacts of the school reform movement. All of these are

concerns well beyond the wall chart level.



Basic to the est;ablishtnent and improvement. of broadscale statewide
aﬁgsess‘ment proyrams are a.nuuber of important policf isgsues--issues not
of technical oi" programmatic details, essential as those are, but issues
of the basic p&uri:ose and fundamenital direction of the entire state~
sponsored or stéte-operated program. One praoblem with attempting to
corzsidér basic policy questions is that it may appear to be too late in
the game for .such activity--the programs are already in place, ahd_the
pressuros to keep them going are so strong as to preclude any significant
changes at this point. It may well be, however, t.hat it is for just this
reason the programs should be re-examined from the standpoint of policy:
many of them may have i_nadvertently been built more in iesponse to
pressure than as an express'im of deliberately developed ‘state educé-
tional policy. This is not:at all to say that these programs were
established thoughtlessly or whimsically, ;:: that the underlying
motivations were not sound. Rather, pressures may have simply taken
precedence over policy copsiderations.

At the state leirel, for example, there has oftén been a very-well-
intentioned push from gubernator ial or legislative quarters (rahging in
intensity from exhortation through formal statutory mandate) to establish
or expand a statewide program to "test the kids to see what they are
learning,” or to establish. a statewide competency test for high school
graduation or for teacher certification or recertification. These are
probably wor thy goals, but in putting into place such asssessment and
evaluation programs, there may not iiave been time to‘consider long-range

edacational implications.
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At the*hational level , both federal and nonfederal agencies or
organiéations'are making commendable efforts .to improve the quality and
depth uf.ihe education data which are being gathered and reported (most
of them necessarilg‘from the stétes), and which can be used to give a
betfernpicthre of the.gtrengths and weaknesses of the American
educa tional syééem. ‘The Depar tment of Education (primarily through the
Office of Educatiohal Research and Imprerment and the Center for
Statistics, plus t&o nongovernmental but partially federally suppor ted
projects, the National Assessment of Educational Prcgress and the CCSSO
Aésessment Center) i§ engaged in activities which both reflect and affect
what is being done in the states, With so irany actors on the scene, it
seers almgst inevitable that national organization or agency needs and
pr ogr ams méy not always>r¢flect what indiyidual sta@es see as their cwﬁ
goals and:priorities. “At the very least, it would seem that systemaﬁic
analysis, careful value judgements, and clear policy determinations which
respond to these many pressures are needed at the state policy-making
ievel. |

If it can be generally agreed that we are now beyond the wall-chart"
stége in our formulation of statewide assessment and evaluat:.lqn programs,
that statewide pr'ograms now in place might benefit from some updated
policy analysis, and that the variety of state-level and national forces
seeking to influence state data-collection programs appear to be
increasing--if all of fhis\is true, it may be useful to examine some

specific policy issues which bear directly on state assessment and

evaluation programs/efforts. These issues--purposes, criteria, balance,




',’autono_mz_‘, 'and petvasive societal concerns--are important in all of the
statevide evé;l.uatim and agsessment programs, whéther they are addressed

' to student achievement, teacher competency, or whole-system per formance.

-Puktgi 6805
| ‘Ini'tial establishment of a statewide assessment program is, in
itseif, an expression cf purpose and direction--an educational policy
decisj.on. As the program becomes an ongoing Operétion, or as changes and
refinements are made in it, subtle changes may occur. The original
purposes my nave become blurred., Alternatively--or additionally--the
- originalh pﬁrposes and directions may have been faithfully adhered to,
even though dxanging cénditions and needs would suggest the desirability
of re-—examiﬁat_im of. the earlier goals and directions. There may be need
for the education decision makers to ask again, "Just why are we doing
this?"
It is‘ possible, for eicample, that a state assessment program was
| ihitiated because it was either mandated by statute or required as a
response to public pressure--certainly legitimate and sufficient reasons
for star ting a program, but not neceséarily ones for continuing it. More
compelling reasons are needed. |
What should be the purposes of a state assessment program can be
determined Only'by those. responsible for t_he state educational
'syéhem--ideally not the legislature or the state board of education
mak ing uniléter ial decisibns, but through the cooperative efforts of all
of tﬂose with a legitimate stake in the system. Tt is not particularly
crucial that a given purpose or set of purposes be chosen; what is
important is that the choice be .deliberately and consciously made
,folloaing an examination of a number of relevant options.
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,I:f the central purpose of a student—testing‘ program is basically a

, at:atewide assessment of academic learnings at the various grade or age
levels, similar to the NAEP program, one cluster of instruments and
sampling techniéues will be appropriate, and one kind of data will ‘become

evailable. ‘If the purpose of the program is to elicit information needed

for making determinations ebout an i'ndividu'al's educational per formance
and ihsj:ructibeal needs, a wholly divaferent get of instruments will be
needed, with the focus doubtless shifting from a state-administered to a
locally—admin‘islteted program. But.if the individual results are to be
used in determining eligibility for grade promotion or high school
graduation, under state-mandated standards, the wﬁole focus of the
program egain shifts to the state. |

If the established purpose of the program goes beyond an assessment
of acadexpie ptogress to include elements of person'al growth and social
development, different instruments, scales, and ptooedures will be called
for, with the state again taking the initiative and giving direction, but
with the program being primarily under the aegis of the local district.

on ‘the other hand, if the state-detérmined emphasis of the assessment
program is directed toward appraisal of the entire educational
enterprise, rather than toward assessing individual students or classes
of sﬁ:dents, the focus must ex;;and to include curriculum, instruction,
learning mater ials, school climate,‘quality of educational leadership,
and other factors affecting the outcomes of education. Specifically, if
we want to f£ind out whether the "educational reform™ or the "school
improvement® efforts have made a real difference, it would be necessary
for the statewide assessment and evaluation program to be expanded well

beyond traditional achievement testing.
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‘WLth 80 niany poséible and plausiblev kinds of purposes and directions
' thd'l n;ight be established for a statewide assessment and evaluation

| ‘ p:ogr‘a‘m,y it ceri:ainly would appear to be prudent and productive to return

frequently to a consideration of the basic policy question: "why are we

 doing this?"

Criteria

Inescapably related to the basic pgulicy questions of purpose and
direction is the question Of the criteria to be used in making judgements
~ beth about individual educational pr'og.ress and cverall system improve-
ment. There are .several policy issues involved here.

One of these issues involves the selection and validation of the
"indicators" which will be used to judge the effectiveness of the |
edﬁcationél éysi:em. "All sorts of questions complicate the issue. How
can the so-called "input™” indicavtor_s be lelgitimately correlated to
'6utputs?' What indicakbors have conul\onal'ity enough to permit appropriate
compar isons between and among individual schools, school districts, and'
states? How many indicators need to be used--not just the "nice to know"
ones, but the essential ones? Fortunately, a great deal of thoughtful
consideration and technical analysis of indicators now underway should
give policy makers some helpful guidance in answer ing thes'e and related
ques tivns.

In additibn'to the somewhat formal "indicators®™ which can be used to
measure educational progress and to make at leést a goodly number of
valid comparisons, other nbre sub tle--perhaps eséentially phi.losopﬁ ical--
consiéerations enter into the deliberations of policy makers concerned
with the statewide assessment program. What relative importance should
be_attached to acadenic perfofmance and to personal/social growth? 1Is
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the nin'uber_‘qf‘ dropodts--even if deteﬁmined and reported far more

pteéiéeiy' than is now the case--an important measure Of the system's

‘success 'wjléss we know more about. the stay-ins who my really be no

be.ttér, foffl Ehm_thosg who have dropped out? What details of family

~ background are needed to establish relevant demographic data for

ﬁdwold;b—échobl, district,—to-districﬁ, and state-~to-state compari-

sons? These and similar questions require value judgements about

criteria which include but aléo transcend technical information.

Balance
A number of policy issues involv'ing the establishment of balance in
the statewide assessment and evaluétiqn program have been touched on

obliquely above. For example, the number, fr equency, and length of tests

"to be givéri either on a .sampling basis or an every-student basis can be

determined at the outer limits bjr technical considerations--below this

minimum, we can say with considerable assurance, the results would be

statistically suspect; beyond this limit we would be indulging in
~overkill, But within the technicaliy-established limits are a host of

- questions to be decided at the policy level,

Some of the pioneering states--who are certainly to be applauded for
their forward-looking efforts--have run into serious problems in certain
programs fpr assessihg tl'_ne results of school improvement programs by
means ofi extensive testing and detailed repor ting. The resentment and
backlash from the teachers haé been paralleled by complaints from parents
and.students ‘that all the students are doing is taking tests. Some pro-
grams which would appear to be of great potential value have had to-be
suspended or modified. New policies which specify the desired balance
between testing and teaching appear to be needed. . |
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There are, certainly, limits imposed by society and parental sensi-
’ .bilities regarding the content of testing. We are not speaking here
.about what has been called the "Hatchflap —-extreme and seemingly

unreasonable objections to testing. (and curriculum content) which invoke

the Hatch Ammendment but go far beyond- the intent of the author of that

"'":legislation. 'Rather, ‘most reasonable and thoughtful parents under—
N standably object to overly-intrusive questioning of their children's
beliefs and values- this concern is echoed by most educators. Well-
thought—out and clearly-articulated policies coming from the state level
should be ‘able to set forth a balance between over-cautious and unneces-
sarily 1ntru31ve testing practices.

The ‘sh'eer amount of data being collected is apparently becoming a
problem‘ in some_states. Reference has already been mde to the dirfi—
- c_yulties‘ohich mayemerge when suf‘ficient‘distinction has -not been made
vbetween the nice-to‘-‘linowand the need—to—know indicators and other data
items. What Seems to be indicated is not,of course, a specific-number-
of-items policy, but a clear policy statement which recognizes the limits
that must be imposed on all of the elements of a statewide assessment
program, and a oon..nitment to maintaining balance throughout the entire

under tak ing .

Autono

'l'hereare some potentially serious issues which seem to'be emerging
about the relationships which should ideally exist among and between
local,_etate; and federal interests in education. As assessment and
evaluation plans~are'devised to encompass an increasingly comprehens ive

look'_at educational programs and an increasingly complex analysis of
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veducational outcomes,'the relative importance uhich‘ahould be‘attached to
tne’interests and concerns of the various levels of the educational
‘structure warrants some thoughtful policy consideration.

State-level decision makers are inevitcbly the ones caught in the
middle. TO assure the adequate collection, interpretation, and dis- |
semination of data about the Anmerican educational system, the groups
working at the pational level, both federal and nonfederal, have needs
fcr certain:kinds of data at a specified level of uniformity to assure
that ueeful infbrmation #ill be available and a basis for fair
cﬂmparisonc will be established. For the same reasons, the states need
comprehensive and uniform data from the local districts. But at every
" level of the eystem, the perceptions of needs, obligations,'and rights
.differ. :

Confrontational policies-which seek jealously (or at least zealously)
to protect 'turf"or'to assert "rights"® have‘rarelyvbeen productive. |
Arguments aoout "control®--local, state, or federal--generally fizzle out
into inconclusive rumbling.

Some tentative principles might be enunciated from which policies
appropriate to each level can be formulated.. The first is that there is
an inherent conflict of in.terests and perceptions which must be ooenly
recognized. There is no use kidding ourselues‘that we in education are
all one happy family, pursuing universally accepted educational goals,
There are at the various educational levels legitimate differences of
opinion‘and different neads. A corollary to the acceptance of legitimate
differences in points of view is acceptance of the necessity for

compromise: everybody is going to have to give a little.
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'.Oiice theﬁer fzinciplés are acceptgd, some roads to solution i;ecoine
c_lea_rer_. “In the framework of accepting differences and encouraging
- compromise, programs which‘;ecognize a reasonable degree of auﬁonomy for
each lééel invdlved can be worked out if the process is cooperative and
colleg.ivayll..‘ The apparént success of the CCSSO Assessment Center in
reéonéiling many of the bdifferences among .the states is encouragihg.

In all candor, though, co'llevgiallity alone won't get the job donel
State responsibilities may sometimes requite'a degree of firmness or even
stubbornness--the state must décide what data it simply has to require of
the local d.istrict:s‘, anq vhat it can and cannot provide to national
author ities and organizations. Likewise,.a local district may have the
oplig‘a’ticn to:stalmdily resist, insofar as it is legally possible,
ser ious encroachments on the resources and programs of the district.

~ Perhaps ‘the werriv‘cling principle from which policy in this area may
be derived is one wh.ich might Pe called minimalism: keep the entire
statewide asgessment program (;nd thé corollary l;rograms at the national
level) as simple as possible--the smallest number of assessment
instruments, the least complex reporting requirements, the least
intrusion into nor:nal opératj,ng procedures, the minimum of threats to
institutional autonomy at every level.

Specific policy options, then, can Se developed out of the peculiar '
circumstances in each state, and from among these options may be chosen

concrete policies appropriate to that state.

Pervasive Societal Concerns

It seems unlikely that any statewide assessment and evaluation
program can prudently be formulated, implemgnted, or amended without some
policy guidelines which reflect the education decision-makers' best
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judgemehﬁ aboutnthe broad sccial implications of the policy. One néed
only to observe the repor ted prob;ems emerging from a number of the
gtates whichyhave embgrked on large-scale testing programs to see some of
the perils and pi.tfalls involved.

A case in point would be the concern that is being expressed about
the effect of overemphasis in student-achievement testing programs on
rather simple cognitive learnings to the détriment of concern with higher-
order thinking skills and lesrnings in the affective domain. To some
extent, at least, the nature of the testing and evaluation instruments
and ptograms'determine where the instructional and curricular emphasis
will lie. Educational program options are sometimes dominated (or
circumscribed) by testing practices. For exampie, a comprehensive school
improvement program may be diminished in its effectiveness if only a
limited range of educational outcomes continues to be tested. ‘

Another issue which may have been insufficiently addressed in
formulating state programs which seek to judge the effectiveness of the
educational enterprise is the problem of failure. When essentially
inflexible standardé are set, and the tests measure to what degree these
standards have been met, there will be some who fail--fail to be
promotedv, fail to graduate, or in the case of teachers, fail to gain
admission to teacher education programs, to qualify for certification, or
to be eligible to l;eep the jobs for which they had previously quali fied
under standards in force at an earlier time.

Failure is, of course, one of the inevitable outcomes of any program
of standard-setting, but policies need to be in place early in the game
vhich will minimize both the chance of failure and its devastating

effects. ILonger lead times before the tests are instituted; ample
0040 = _ 11
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‘provision forlre-examinat‘:ion; sﬁecific and detailed programs for .
;:emediation; and some provision for exceptions in exceptional
circumstances--all of these might well become elements of the overall
1igy for minimizing the traumas often associated with statewide
aseessmnt and eva;uation programs. |

Another of the insufficiently examined problems would seem to be the
pervasive social dilemma of how to test and report in a fair and aéprop-
r_iat:e way witheut further exacerbating problems of socioeconomic and
racial equity. To put it bluntly, with the instruments we now use we can
almost Juarantee t!'fat those vho are tested will have scores which place |
the poor and minoriﬁy students (and often, minority teachers) at the
lower end of the scale. To some extent the same phenomenon applies to
individual schools, districts, or states: those with fewer resources are
.likely to "look bad"™ regardless of the efforts they expend or the' prog-
ress they make toward their goals.

The seriously divisive consequences of some testing programs may well
call for policies which represent hard choices to be made: shall we just
let the chips fall ("that's just the way it is"), or shall we ease up so
that the affected groups are not "“dispropor tionately represented™? -
Middleground policies, which might include soﬁe of the l;litigating actions
sugges ted ‘above in connection with the problem of faiiure, may well
provide the basis for actions which avoid either extremes: hurting

cruelly or dishonestly juggling the standards.
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In Ccnclus ion

In examining the problems that complicate statewide assessment and
evaluation programs of all sorts, it becomes evident that it is much
easier to pinpoint the issues than to develop a full spectrum of mutually

exclusive policy options which would assure us that this or this or this

ocould be done with fairly predictable results following in each case.
The options are not that discrete; they inevitably overlap. But in every
rase, with each issue explored, it is clear which there are different
directions that may be chosen and that each direction will have fairly
foreseeable consequences. Making these choices and accepting the
consequences remains the primary function of state education policy.
makers,

Yet to say that such policy decisions afe the ultimate responsibility
of state-level decision-makers is not to suggest that these officials are
free to ﬁake any decision they please if their intent is to employ
assessment and evaluation for going beyond such traditional purposes as
(1) demonstrating accountability, (2) reporting to the public, and (3)
mak ing compar isons among and between schools, districts, or state school'
systems. To transcend these commendable uses of assessment and
evaluation pfograxn;s into relying on the data obtained in order to
determine vhethger the schools have succeeded in bringing about specific
'organizational changes, modifying administrative practices, and improving
curr iculum and instruction to raise educational standards and increase
the level of student achiévement-;-this is ultimately what is required to

go "beyond the wall chart."
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